
FEATURE ARTICLE

Analyzing Entrepreneurial Identity and Capabilities as Determinants for Business 
Sustainability in the Dance Industry
Dawid Alwyn Jacobus Bornman, DCom, PhD a and Augustina Geertruida James, MPhil b

aBusiness Management, University of Pretoria, Gauteng, South Africa; bPretoria Business Management, University of Pretoria - Hatfield 
Campus, Pretoria, South Africa

ABSTRACT
This study explores how entrepreneurial identity and capabilities contribute to the adoption of 
innovative business practices in the contemporary dance industry, which has faced challenges 
exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Qualitative research interviews with fourteen dance 
professionals—company owners, studio owners, freelancers, and educators—provided insights 
into their entrepreneurial behaviors. The research identified five key themes: (1) entrepreneurial 
identity, (2) capabilities, (3) networks, (4) support structures, and (5) innovation. The pandemic 
forced dance businesses to find alternative revenue streams, which highlighted a lack of business 
skills and training as a shortcoming and the need for industry-specific entrepreneurial training 
programs. As academic research related to the dance industry as a creative business is almost 
nonexistent in a South African context, this study offers new insights into the industry and reveals 
that the pandemic pushed dance businesses to operate in new ways of doing business.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic profoundly affected cultural 
and creative industries worldwide, particularly perform
ing arts and dance (Kolitsida et al. 2023). The closure of 
theaters, dance companies, and studios led to wide
spread unemployment, particularly impacting smaller 
organizations and freelance performers. In South 
Africa, the pandemic was declared a natural disaster 
(International Center for Not-for Profit Law 2021), for
cing Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) to survive 
through entrepreneurial innovation, particularly 
in resource-limited communities (Petrie 2021). 
Entrepreneurship, defined as recognizing and creating 
business opportunities, takes various forms, including 
innovation, dynamic exploitation, and self-employment 
(Avelar et al. 2024). The pandemic intensified entrepre
neurial behaviors such as risk-taking, adaptation, and 
innovation (Delabary et al. 2024), with a focus on value 
creation under new constraints (Purnomo et al. 2021). 
Key traits like self-efficacy, resilience, passion, and opti
mism played a crucial role in overcoming these chal
lenges, along with digital transformation through 
Industry 4.0 technologies, including Immersive 
Realities (VR, AR, MR, XR), Artificial Intelligence 
(AI), Cloud Technology, and 5G (Kruger and Steyn  

2024). The music industry exemplified this shift with 
ABBA Voyage, a virtual concert featuring digital avatars 
(“ABBAtars”) of the band as they appeared in 1979. 
Such advancements also allowed dance companies to 
reach wider audiences through digital platforms (Li  
2023).

While anecdotal evidence suggests some South 
African dance businesses successfully adapted while 
others failed, research on the sector’s response remains 
limited. This raises key questions about which factors 
determined survival. Further exploration of innovative 
business models and practices could help guide future 
strategies (McCarthy-Brown and Schupp 2023). 
Additionally, investigating the influence of cognitive, 
personality, and behavioral traits on the success of 
South African dance entrepreneurs could provide valu
able insights.

This qualitative study explores how entrepreneurial 
identity and capabilities drive innovative business prac
tices in the South African dance industry. It primarily 
focuses on contemporary dance, which serves as 
a cultural barometer (Mabingo 2024), incorporating 
diverse local and international genres, digital technolo
gies, and global funding opportunities. This makes it 
a rich area for studying dance entrepreneurship.
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The study addresses the following research questions:

1. How does entrepreneurial identity shape dance 
entrepreneurs’ behavior?

2. What entrepreneurial capabilities distinguish suc
cessful, struggling, or failing dance businesses?

3. How do these capabilities influence relationship- 
building and access to support structures like 
funding and global networks?

4. What role do industry bodies, associations, and 
mentors play in sustaining dance businesses?

5. Does innovation provide a competitive advantage 
for South African dance businesses?

Investigating these questions could yield valuable 
insights for policymakers, practitioners, and support 
organizations in the creative industries, particularly 
dance. The findings could help bridge the gap between 
entrepreneurial intent and action, fostering the sustain
ability of dance businesses (Jost and Boutinot 2024).

The context of the study focuses on South Africa, 
a country with a history of inequity, institutionalized 
through the establishment of Apartheid system that 
operated from 1948 through the 1990s. Apartheid 
focused on institutionalizing racial segregation and eco
nomic disparity, oppressing certain populations 
through systemic discrimination, human rights viola
tions, and social injustice, necessitating its abolition to 
establish equality and democracy (Worden 2012). This 
could therefore be seen as still having an impact on the 
country as it has led to a divide between those with 
formal education (i.e., dance training) and those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds who often lack such 
opportunities.

This study also examines how dance professionals 
and the broader cultural and creative industries can be 
better supported through targeted entrepreneurial pro
grams and improved support structures. A more inclu
sive approach could empower individuals from 
underprivileged backgrounds to succeed in the dance 
industry.

As Schmid and McGreevy-Nichols (2021) highlight, 
this moment presented an opportunity to redefine 
dance education. A more culturally responsive approach 
could ensure that adaptations made during the pan
demic are sustained rather than lost (Heyang and 
Martin 2021). This research aims to deepen understand
ing of the factors that contribute to dance business 
sustainability in South Africa. By focusing on entrepre
neurial identity, capabilities, innovation, and support 
structures, the study seeks to offer practical insights 
that strengthen the sector and ensure its long-term 
success.

Literature Review

The Economic Contribution of the Creative 
Industries

Positioning creative industries within the broader crea
tive economy is a dynamic concept that blends human 
creativity, intellectual property, knowledge, and tech
nology (UNCTAD 2022). These industries, which 
include sectors such as gaming, music, film, and pub
lishing, contribute significantly to both cultural and 
commercial value. They are increasingly viewed as 
a growth area for developing nations, representing 
3.1% of global GDP and 6.2% of total employment 
(UNESCO 2021).

Categorizations differ from country to country. In 
Nigeria, emphasis is placed on developing and 
implementing cultural policies to support local and 
regional cultural content. The Nigerian Cultural 
Policy promotes and preserves cultural heritage, 
while the Economic Recovery and Growth Plan sup
ports the creative industry. These efforts have led to 
substantial economic, social, and cultural benefits, 
including job creation, economic growth, and the 
enhancement of cultural identity (Olaleye 2025). 
Similarly, Romania focuses on integrating culture 
and innovation for sustainable development in the 
creative sector (Gurgu, Frăsineanu, and Simbotin  
2024).

In South Africa, cultural industries are clustered 
with creative industries under the term cultural and 
creative industries (CCIs). The most recent mapping 
project for the South African Cultural Observatory 
(SACO) (Nelson Mandela University 2021) estimates 
that, prior to the pandemic (in 2018), South African 
CCIs generated R74.39 billion (1.5% of GDP). 
Performance and celebration, under which dance is 
categorized, accounted for approximately R4 billion 
(0.05% of GDP).

The global pandemic of 2020 severely impacted the 
creative industries, with significant losses in many 
sectors. In the United States, the performing arts 
experienced a 50% loss of livelihood (Florida and 
Seman 2020), while in the UK, 53% of professionals 
faced financial difficulties (Spiro et al. 2021). In South 
Africa, CCIs experienced a 38% revenue loss during 
the pandemic (UNESCO 2021). The music industry, 
which had undergone digital transformation, proved 
more resilient than other sectors, such as dance, which 
was forced to quickly adopt digital platforms to sur
vive. Given the vulnerability of the performing arts, 
future financial support was recommended to safe
guard against similar crises (Nelson Mandela 
University 2021).
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The Importance of Entrepreneurial Identity and 
Entrepreneurial Capabilities in the Creative 
Economy

Entrepreneurial identity is a core aspect of entrepre
neurship, focusing on how individuals uniquely define 
themselves as entrepreneurs. Although entrepreneurial 
identity is dynamic, shaped by communication, value 
definition, and self-reflection (Werthes, Mauer, and 
Brettel 2018), the rise of digital platforms has trans
formed the way entrepreneurial identities are formed, 
enabling entrepreneurs to engage with audiences and 
build brands through social media. Entrepreneurs’ self- 
perceptions impact their career decisions, especially 
regarding entrepreneurial intent and action (Ceresia 
and Mendola 2020). Gouvea et al. (2020) point out 
that the sociological aspect of entrepreneurship, espe
cially in terms of the creative economy, plays a role in 
shaping the entrepreneurial identity of creatives, but 
that it is even more important to identify which entre
preneurial capabilities are essential.

Entrepreneurial capabilities, comprising traits such 
as motivation, resilience, adaptability, and risk-taking, 
are critical to business success (Predki 2023). Lv, Lai, 
and Liu (2015) propose a conceptual model to evaluate 
entrepreneurial capabilities within four key dimensions: 
The first dimension, (a) passion and self-achievement, 
includes enthusiasm, motivation, and persistence, as 
well as the self-efficacy necessary to pursue entrepre
neurial ventures. The second dimension, (b) active 
learning and analysis, enables entrepreneurs to engage 
in critical thinking and problem-solving, thereby gain
ing new insights. The third dimension, (c) integrity and 
commitment, highlights the importance of honesty, 
social responsibility, and ethical leadership. The final 
dimension, (d) leadership and management, involves 
seizing business opportunities, managing people, and 
taking risks to drive business sustainability.

Creative entrepreneurs, particularly those in fields 
like music and dance, often exceed traditional capabil
ities, motivated by cultural expression and social con
tribution (Predki 2023). Many freelancers in creative 
fields see themselves as societal influencers, providing 
psycho-social and physical benefits through entertain
ment, education, and community connections 
(Martínez-Fernández 2024). For freelancers in creative 
fields, passion and persistence are essential to achieving 
their career goals (Aujla et al. 2021). In South Africa, 
music entrepreneurs describe themselves as risk-takers, 
leaders, and team players, driven by self-motivation and 
creativity (Haynes and Marshall 2018).

Understanding entrepreneurial identity and capabil
ities is particularly important in the context of crises. 

Entrepreneurs faced unique psychological challenges 
during the pandemic, balancing creativity with anxiety 
caused by isolation and reduced face-to-face interaction 
(Brooks and Patel 2022). Research highlights the vary
ing traits between entrepreneurs and non- 
entrepreneurs, often leading to feelings of isolation 
(Predki 2023).

Entrepreneurs demonstrated increased creativity and 
opportunity exploitation during the pandemic, but 
these behaviors were not sustainable in the long term. 
Recent research has pointed out that there are certain 
competencies that entrepreneurs need to have (i.e., as 
a result of the pandemic), which include creativity, 
opportunity recognition, networking, and grit 
(Martínez-Martínez, Ventura, and Santos-Jaén 2025). 
While the need for achievement drove initial efforts, 
excessive agreeableness and a decline in competitive 
behavior may hinder long-term business survival 
(Cameron et al. 2018). Similarly, heightened risk- 
taking and innovation occurred in the early stages of 
the pandemic, but proactivity did not increase as the 
situation evolved (Escamilla-Fajardo et al. 2020).

Contextualizing the South African Dance Industry 
and Its Link to Entrepreneurship

The South African dance industry, like its global coun
terparts, is diverse and spans both commercial and 
noncommercial activities. However, due to the lack of 
standardized definitions and the absence of specific 
dance categorization in national statistics, it remains 
a poorly regulated industry (Statistics South Africa  
2022). Most dance entrepreneurs are self-employed, 
often working on a freelance basis, making the industry 
vulnerable during crises like the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The framework below (Table 1) has been adapted and 
developed from various international sources 
(Australia, Canada, United States) to assist with the 
categorization of the various forms of dance entrepre
neurship that can be studied in South Africa.

Taking Table 1 into account, there are five roles that 
entrepreneurs may take: (a) exploring and creating new 
ideas and business models, (b) dynamic exploitation of 
new products and markets, (c) static exploitation 
focused on maintaining profitability, (d) enabling others 
through services like choreography or consulting, and 
(e) self-employment out of necessity (Avelar et al. 2024). 
Self-employment is particularly prevalent in the dance 
industry, where many individuals juggle multiple jobs, 
both inside and outside the industry.

Many dancers and dance business owners identify 
primarily as artists rather than businesspeople, 
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creating a disconnect between their professional iden
tity and their economic roles (Pollard and Wilson  
2014). In larger businesses, administrators may be 
hired, but such positions are not common. 
Internationally, efforts to promote dance entrepre
neurship are growing. In the United States, resources 
have emerged to shift dancers’ perspectives from 
“dancer” to “dance as a business” (Mullins 2020), 
while China and Vietnam have proposed combining 
dance training with entrepreneurship education 
(Pham and Phan 2024; Zhang 2024). Countries like 
Cuba have capitalized on global demand for dance 
styles like salsa, turning cultural heritage into profit
able ventures (Ana and Lubiński 2019).

International examples of dance entrepreneurship 
include the global commodification of Angolan- 
Portuguese kizomba dance, the UK Dance Schools 
industry, and the incorporation of Balinese dance in 
American universities, which has spurred the expansion 
of dance businesses worldwide (Clendinning 2024; 
Rasheed and Runswick 2024; Sedano 2019). In Nigeria, 
scholars suggest that dance pedagogy should be viewed 
as a viable entrepreneurial endeavor, not merely a tool 
for entertainment (Fernandez 2019). The Akram Khan 
Company in London serves as a prominent example of 
how traditional Indian kathak dance has been trans
formed into a successful international contemporary 
dance business, with its executive director noting, “our 
business is dance making” (Mullins 2020, 42).

In South Africa, there is a significant gap in entre
preneurial education within dance training programs, 

leaving dancers unprepared to manage their careers as 
small businesses or freelancers. Business skills such as 
contract negotiation and intellectual property protec
tion are often lacking, further exacerbating the chal
lenges in the industry. This need for business 
education in the dance industry underscores the impor
tance of viewing dance as a business to ensure the long- 
term sustainability of dance professionals in South 
Africa.

Sustaining and Innovating Dance Business Practices 
Post COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic prompted significant 
changes in entrepreneurial practices, including shifts 
in consumer behavior and the rise of digital platforms 
(Goletti and Milovanovic 2022). Businesses in the cul
tural and creative sectors, including dance, had to adapt 
quickly to maintain revenue streams through virtual 
performances, webinars, and online classes (Schupp  
2024).

Resilience was key for many dance businesses dur
ing the pandemic, as those with stronger entrepre
neurial orientations showed greater risk-taking and 
innovation (Kuckertz and Brändle 2022). However, 
financial strength also played a critical role in recov
ery, with marginalized groups, including women 
entrepreneurs facing greater challenges (Goletti and 
Milovanovic 2022) such as biased attitudes, disrespect, 
and difficulties in getting investments (Kovaleva et al.  
2023).

Table 1. Categorization of the dance industry.
Type of industry Description

Dance companies ● categorization by size (small, medium, large)
● focus: national/international
● dance genre: classical, contemporary, traditional, commercial

Freelancers ● classical, contemporary, traditional, commercial
● choreographers
● producers
● competition judges

Dance education ● public universities and other tertiary institutions
● private and public dance training institutions
● public and private schools (offering dance as a subject)

Dance studios ● professional dance
● recreational/ amateur dance
● dance fitness

Competitions ● international (physical and online)
● national and local dance

Service organizations ● dance councils
● national and international accreditation bodies

Service providers ● advertising
● makeup artists
● dancewear suppliers

Venues ● dance and entertainment venues
● commercial and public theaters

Commercial events ● promotional/commercial dance
● cultural tourism entertainment

Source: Adapted from Ibisworld (2021).
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Opportunity seeking during the pandemic was 
marked by creativity, proactiveness, and optimism, 
with notable developments in industries such as health, 
entertainment, and gaming (Kuckertz and Brändle  
2022). Although long-term planning was difficult, itera
tive strategies and entrepreneurial hustle helped busi
nesses navigate the uncertainty (Ignat and Constantin  
2020).

The pandemic catalyzed the adoption of digital solu
tions in the dance industry, offering opportunities for 
long-term innovation. Many dance businesses have 
embraced digital platforms, potentially fostering sus
tained growth and resilience.

The Role of Supporting Structures in Sustaining 
Dance Businesses

Support networks were critical in helping dance busi
nesses survive the pandemic. Collaboration within the 
dance ecosystem fostered a sense of community among 
stakeholders (Brooks and Patel 2022). In the US, orga
nizations like the National Dance Education 
Organization (NDEO) helped address challenges by 
creating online spaces for dance educators to connect 
and share best practices (Schmid and McGreevy- 
Nichols 2021). In the study by Kovaleva et al. (2023), it 
was indicated that marginalized groups and female 
entrepreneurs viewed support programs and funding 
opportunities from their environments (i.e., commu
nities, government, social connections, or family), as 
critical success factors for their entrepreneurial startups.

The global shift to digital platforms also created 
opportunities for dance businesses to innovate, particu
larly in the areas of performance and education. Virtual 
platforms became critical during the pandemic, 
enabling dancers to reach wider audiences through 
social media and live streaming (Harlig et al. 2021). 
The mediatization of dance surged during the pan
demic, with the rise of social media movements such 
as Dubsmash and the global Jerusalema challenge, 
which symbolized global dance connectedness. 
However, the long-term impact of digitalization on the 
traditional dance industry remains uncertain, as newer 
formats like TikTok dance challenges continue to gain 
popularity among younger audiences. The rise of 
“screendance” and the significance of the 4th and 5th 
Industrial Revolutions (4IR/5IR), where creativity, 
science, and technology intersect, will likely play a role 
in shaping the future of the dance industry (National 
Science and Technology Forum 2022).

In South Africa, virtual platforms fueled a rise in 
dance competition culture, creating new opportunities 
for dancers, educators, and judges. However, academic 

research on dance as a business remains limited, high
lighting the need for further exploration into the long- 
term sustainability of dance entrepreneurship. Success 
in dance entrepreneurship should be defined beyond 
profit alone, incorporating cultural, societal, and aes
thetic elements alongside business growth and financial 
sustainability (Vu 2020).

Methodology

A qualitative research design was chosen to explore 
entrepreneurship within the South African dance indus
try and this approach was selected to capture the 
detailed experiences of fourteen dance professionals 
working in the contemporary dance sector, which is 
heavily composed of freelance professionals. The sample 
included a diverse group: four dance company owners, 
five dance studio owners, one freelancer, four tertiary 
dance lecturers, a dance association member, 
a dancewear supplier, and a representative from 
a creative industries incubator. These participants were 
based in the key metropolitan areas (Pretoria, 
Johannesburg, and Cape Town), which host the major
ity of South Africa’s dance activity.

A maximum variation sampling methodology was 
employed to ensure diverse viewpoints and enhance 
the credibility of the data by facilitating triangulation 
and validation (Polit and Beck 2012). Only senior pro
fessionals such as founders, owners, or educators with 
direct responsibility for dance education were included, 
while those in commercial entertainment sectors were 
excluded (Schupp 2024).

Pretests were conducted with two participants using 
a semi-structured interview schedule, and since no 
adjustments were necessary, these were included in the 
final analysis (Creswell 2020). Interviews, averaging 
75 minutes in length, were conducted either in person 
or online, depending on participant preferences, and 
were recorded for transcription. The Descript software 
was used to transcribe and edit interviews for accuracy. 
All data were securely stored in cloud storage systems.

Data analysis followed King and Brooks’ (2017) 
seven-step approach, with manual coding done in MS 
Word. Themes and sub-themes were developed and 
refined through an iterative process, supported by rele
vant data from the interviews. Four criteria for trust
worthiness—credibility, transferability, dependability, 
and confirmability—were adhered to throughout the 
study (Nowell et al. 2017). Ethical considerations were 
strictly followed, including voluntary participation, 
written and verbal consent, confidentiality, and anon
ymity through the use of pseudonyms.
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Research Results and Findings

Five themes (along with sub-themes) are presented 
below (Table 2) that emerged from the data analysis. 
All themes mapped directly to each of the five research 
questions (RQ).

Theme 1: Self-identity of Dance Entrepreneurs 
(Mapped to RQ 1)

Creative entrepreneurs in the dance industry must bal
ance self-development, artistic expression, and financial 
needs (Werthes, Mauer, and Brettel 2018). This study 
highlights the distinction between the artistic “dance 
identity” and the financially focused “entrepreneurial 
identity.” Continuous self-development is crucial for 
acquiring skills in both dance and business. Passion 
for dance is central to the participants’ identity, and 
their roles evolve as they transition through various 
positions within the industry.

Although this study did not solely focus on dance 
identity, it acknowledged the close connection between 
artistic and entrepreneurial identities. Dance profes
sionals often take on roles such as educators, perfor
mers, and choreographers, with aging performers 
frequently shifting to other roles due to the limited 
career lifespan of dancers.

Pollard and Wilson (2014) found that few dance 
professionals identified as business owners or entrepre
neurs. However, the financial strain of COVID-19 has 
pushed many dancers to view themselves as business 
owners, though some still struggle with the tension 
between their artistic and entrepreneurial identities.

Identity development is dynamic, influenced by role 
models, education, and work experience (Zhan, Uy, and 
Hong 2020). Participants mentioned that dance teachers 
and formal business training fostered an entrepreneurial 
mind-set. Freelance work also allowed for practical 
experience, enabling participants to organically grow 
their businesses.

A recurrent theme was the undervaluation of dance, 
often regarded as a hobby rather than a profession, 
which negatively affected participants’ self-confidence. 
The lack of a centralized governing body for the dance 
industry also limits its visibility and recognition for 
economic contributions.

Theme 2: Entrepreneurial Capabilities of Dance 
Entrepreneurs (Mapped to RQ 2)

Creative entrepreneurs are often more innovative, pos
sessing distinct mind-sets and values, addressing pro
blems in unique ways (McCabe and Risner 2023). 
Participants identified several entrepreneurial capabil
ities, categorized into a conceptual framework into 
Table 3 below based on research by Lv, Lai, and Liu 
(2015).

All fourteen participants expressed the view that pas
sion (i.e., “love for dance”) and self-achievement are key 
drivers for succeeding in a dance career:

I think you’ve got to have love for it. You can have all 
the other skills in place. You can be this beautiful, very 
clever businesswoman, everything, but you’ve got to 
have that passion to make it work. (P02, dance studio 
owner)

Active learning was described in many ways as pro- 
active competitiveness (i.e., “I want”) and going the 
extra mile:

I always wanted to better myself, wanted the highest 
qualification, I wanted to be an international judge, 
I want those things. And not for anything but just to 
know that I can constantly learn because in our kind of 
profession, you are constantly learning. (P11, executive 
director, dance company and training institution)

Discipline and hard work were commonly mentioned, 
with seven participants highlighting qualities such as 
tenacity, perseverance, and determination. This finding 
aligns with Aujla et al.’s (2021) assertion that persistence 

Table 2. A summary of the research questions and related themes with sub-themes.

Themes

Theme 1: 
Self-identity of dance 

entrepreneurs 
(mapped to RQ1)

Theme 2: 
Entrepreneurial capabilities 

of dance entrepreneurs 
(mapped to RQ2)

Theme 3: 
Networks and 
collaboration 

(mapped to RQ3)

Theme 4: 
Role of support 

structures 
(mapped to RQ4)

Theme 5: 
Innovation’s role in creating 

competitive dance entrepreneurship 
post-COVID (mapped to RQ5)

Sub- 
themes

● The dance  
identity

● The entrepreneur
ial identity

● Duality and 
conflict

● Influencing 
factors
○ Value and  

worth

● Personality traits
● Entrepreneurial mind- 

set
● Skills and capabilities 

for the dance business

● The roles of 
networks and 
collaboration

● Advantages 
and 
disadvantages

● Personal and  
professional 
support 
structures

● Institutional 
support, train
ing and 
sustainability.

● COVID—the impacts of 
a disruptive event

● New uses of technologies
● Internationalization
● Connecting in new ways
● New ways of working
● Emerging business models
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and passion are critical to achieving creative career 
goals.

I think one of the things we always say, dance is 
a discipline . . . a mind that is so focused in discipline 
that you see success in your future and you work toward 
it. (P09, CEO dance company and training institution)

Interestingly, leadership and management were identi
fied as areas for improvement. Participants recognized 
the need for stronger leadership capabilities, both in 
themselves and in their students. One participant 
noted that business training offered by dance associa
tions helps one run a “little business,” but not 
a growing one.

Creatives are trained to produce content, whether 
you’re a musician or a dancer or a filmmaker, whatever, 
but we are not trained to take the content to markets. 
(P07, CEO, incubator)

Leadership and long-term vision were touched on indir
ectly by three of the participants, but long-term plan
ning was not evident in most and was identified as an 
area where more training is needed:

So going back to what you are about as a studio . . . not 
redesigning, but adding and changing and being fluid, 
because that’s everything in a business, I think, except 
for your goals. (P10, dance studio owner)

Theme 3: Networks and Collaboration (Mapped 
to RQ 3)

Networks play a critical role in the dance industry, 
where visibility and recognition are essential for success. 

For performers and companies, networking after per
formances is just as crucial as the exposure gained dur
ing performances, as it increases opportunities with 
potential employers and sponsors. Adjudicator or chor
eographer roles further help build a professional brand:

Through you being on stage and you doing you con
stantly, I was offered job opportunities several times 
from people coming to watch the shows that I’m in . . . 
[but] I don’t have the gift of the gab. (P03, freelancer)

Networking is also vital for dance studios, where main
taining good relationships within the dance community 
is essential. However, competition is fierce, with many 
vying for the same limited resources, particularly elite 
dancers. Collaboration can be challenging due to the 
prevalence of student and teacher poaching:

[Networks are] very important. That’s why I’m saying 
you must never burn a bridge, but then you must also 
watch out. What happens in the dance industry, what 
we have now is people are, I don’t want to say poached, 
it’s not taking, but it’s more like you are so good. (P04, 
dance studio owner)

The COVID-19 pandemic led to new collaborations 
between dance companies, studios, and other creatives 
like photographers and filmmakers. The move to virtual 
spaces resulted in permanent changes, with increased 
collaborations between visual and performing artists. 
Some participants noted that sponsors favored these 
collaborations, particularly those that resulted in large, 
high-quality productions. Going forward, these interde
pendencies between cultural and creative institutions 
will likely strengthen, playing a key role in transforming 

Table 3. Overview of entrepreneurial capabilities identified in this study.
Entrepreneurial Capabilities

(1) Passion and self- 
achievement (2) Active learning (3) Integrity and commitment

(4) Leadership and 
management

● Love of dance
● People orientated/ 

empathy
● Motivational/ 

inspirational
● Love of teaching
● Need for excitement
● Competitiveness
● High energy
● Drivenness
● Risk-taking
● Opportunistic
● Pro-active/going the 

extra mile
● Belief in self/self- 

awareness
● Assertiveness
● Perfectionist
● Creative/out-of-the- 

box thinking

● Teachability/open 
to learning

● Learning from mis
takes/failure

● Open-mindedness
● Flexibility
● Adaptability to  

change

● Sense of responsibility
● Hard work
● Discipline
● Ethical behavior (fair business practice, respect for other dance 

professionals, no student poaching)
● Honesty
● Lack of corruption
● Lack of lying
● Responsibility
● Professional conduct
● Caring for communities

● Entrepreneurial 
mind-set

● Long-term vision 
and planning

● Growth orientation
● Administration
● Negotiation skills
● Fundraising/mak

ing money
● Market research
● Managing people
● Good 

communication
● Building 

partnerships
● Building a personal 

brand
● Learning to ask for 

assistance

Source: Adapted from Lv, Lai and Liu (2015).
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the dance ecosystem (Vu 2020). The push for greater 
online visibility has driven performers, choreographers, 
and even students to create Instagram and TikTok 
accounts to showcase their skills, indirectly promoting 
their studios and teachers.

For us, it started even before COVID, we’ve been col
laborating with photographers and filmmakers on pro
jects. Not as much [then] as it is now. (P14, dance 
company owner)

Participants also observed that the transition into the 
industry after training often resulted in a loss of networks 
and support. Informal support for navigating contracts 
and auditions is common, but the lack of preparation in 
business skills and revenue generation was a significant 
concern. Many young dance professionals struggle with 
long-term career planning, business skills and revenue 
generation are challenges for many young dance profes
sionals, exacerbated by the loss of their communities.

But when we leave into the industry, it’s like chop bye, 
it’s not intentional. It is a difficult transition. You’re not 
getting daily classes. You don’t have a community. You 
don’t have people around you, you are sort of hopping 
from production family to production family, if you’re 
lucky. (P05, lecturer, dance training institution)

Theme 4: The Role of Support Structures (Mapped 
to RQ 4)

Participants identified two key support structures dur
ing the COVID-19 pandemic: (1) personal and profes
sional communities, and (2) institutional support from 
dance associations, training institutions, and the South 
African government. Stronger peer communities 
emerged during the pandemic, fostering unity among 
stakeholders in the dance ecosystem (Schmid and 
McGreevy-Nichols 2021). Participants noted an 
increase in support from fellow dancers, board mem
bers, and industry leaders. Virtual spaces allowed for 
continued connections. Board members helped by pro
viding management and emotional support, especially 
during layoffs and salary negotiations. Additionally, 
new industry bodies emerged and continue to shape 
the post-COVID landscape:

I think that’s one of the gifts COVID gave us, artists 
couldn’t do anything else. And so we started to really 
think about and engage in dialogue. There was a lot of 
online discussion and forums and us actually talking 
about solutions for the industry instead of [spending] 
a lot of time complaining about the Ministry and the 
problems and the challenges. (P07, CEO, incubator)

Dance studios also established online communities to 
help younger students stay connected socially and con
tinue dancing.

But then we had fun things, we sometimes just used to 
do exercise things and not do dance class that day . . . 
just to keep the dancers inspired. I used to plan my 
classes that we would have 15 minutes afterwards. Chat, 
let me see your house, let me have a look at your pets. 
(P08, president, dance association and dance studio 
owner)

Participants highlighted three types of institutional sup
port: (1) dance associations, (2) training institutions, 
and (3) government. Dance associations provided 
essential real-time support as new teaching methods 
were adopted (Saearani 2024). Seven participants 
noted significant improvements in support from inter
national associations, including online training with top 
professionals, enhanced engagement, and guidance for 
online exams (Foster-Sproull 2023). National dance 
associations used the opportunity to revise curricula 
and to involve younger generations of dancers more 
actively:

It was really nice for me to see that the young teachers 
were coming up with new ideas and new inspiration, 
which made us then also open our vision of where the 
association is, who’s the next generation, focus on how 
they were seeing things, what we were lacking, what we 
needed. So I think the COVID time definitely helped us 
to take stock. (P08, president, dance association)

Training institutions faced challenges such as the 
high cost of data and limited connectivity for dis
advantaged students. However, one institution pro
vided free data to students and was also creative in 
getting their rehearsal rooms classified as creative 
labs and therefore an essential service. This allowed 
students to attend classes relatively early into the 
lockdown period.

They were presenting, then they demonstrated, but in 
the background, you’ll see the chickens running or 
they’ll be saying, hey, I’m at university. It was chaos. 
And everyone had this little glimpse, we were all in this 
space and it was such a profound experience. I don’t 
think it was so much about the task anymore. It was 
about this amazing thing of being together. (P05, lec
turer, training institution)

Government is perceived as having little understanding 
of the dance profession’s needs and has low visibility in 
the dance industry. Government support was minimal, 
with only one participant receiving COVID relief funds. 
Two participants mentioned a new theater and dance 
policy focused on developing dance entrepreneurship 
and arts management at school and tertiary levels of 
education, though its impact on the future of the indus
try remains uncertain.
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Theme 5: Innovation’s Role in Creating Competitive 
Dance Entrepreneurship post-COVID (Mapped to 
RQ 5)

The COVID-19 pandemic forced unprecedented 
changes in the dance industry, with educators and stu
dents demonstrating greater creativity due to social dis
tancing restrictions (Li 2023). The shift to digital 
platforms has had a transformative effect, and many 
innovations are expected to persist beyond the 
pandemic.

And what COVID has done is, as much as it kept us 
isolated in our spaces, it’s opened the world. (P05, 
lecturer, training institution)

Although no new technologies were developed, dance 
professionals quickly adapted to existing platforms 
like videoconferencing and online learning. Dance 
professionals were, overnight, required to produce 
online video materials for classes, festivals, competi
tions, and exams. They had to adapt to working in 
a virtual space that is not always well-suited to the 
requirements of dance due to poor connections, lack 
of bandwidth, lags between sound and image, and 
translating the emotions of dance from the stage to 
a small screen:

Now I need to present myself in video form. I can’t do 
physically live in person anymore, so now I need to 
translate that same energy and message and feel that 
you have in person. If you look at the demands, or the 
open calls of the different organizations and festivals, 
they are all asking for digital material now. (P12, owner, 
dance company)

The pandemic also internationalized the dance industry, 
especially through online competitions and festivals, 
which remain a viable business model (Goletti and 
Milovanovic 2022). These platforms offered new inter
national opportunities, with younger dancers and studio 
owners increasing their visibility as judges and 
choreographers.

I think several people, myself included, were pulled out 
of a comfort zone and how to learn again, acquire 
a skill. (P03, freelancer)

South African dance professionals benefited from 
affordable online training opportunities offered by 
world-renowned dancers, improving the industry’s 
standards:

[Online master classes] allowed us to grow as South 
Africans . . . It’s made digital learning much easier, 
accessible. (P10, dance studio owner)

While internationalization has created new opportu
nities, competitions have shown the emergence of new 

business models. This entails new revenue streams, 
including private lessons, unique choreographies, and 
work for freelancers, costume designers, and film
makers. The negative impact, however, has been the 
huge expense associated with these competitions, 
which is contributing to structural inequities in the 
dance competition landscape.

I think what’s going to happen is you are going to get 
the studios that are definitely going to excel in promot
ing themselves as doing all the international competi
tions. (P02, dance studio owner)

Dance companies have found new sources of income 
through commissioned online works and interna
tional collaborations. Some training institutions now 
provide online courses and are exploring live- 
streaming classes (McCabe and Risner 2023). 
Additionally, partnerships with the corporate sector 
have opened new avenues of revenue in areas like 
climate change and environmental projects. Social 
media visibility has created further opportunities, 
with TikTok dance classes and the rise of dance 
influencers exemplifying creative uses of the virtual 
space (Warburton 2022).

Despite the benefits of online platforms, most 
participants indicated that they do not plan to con
tinue regular online classes due to technological chal
lenges, higher injury risks, and a lack of perceived 
value. However, online videoconferencing is now 
a regular tool for meetings and communication, 
and there is greater collaboration between national 
and international dance associations. Dance compa
nies are using hybrid ways of working to choreo
graph new works and to work on new international 
dance collaborations:

We are touring a work with a [choreographer]. And 
that work was pretty much created online. So, yeah, it’s 
definitely changed the way we work. So interesting, 
interesting times. (P09, dance company and training 
institution)

In conclusion, participants agree that the pandemic has 
disrupted the dance industry, fostering innovative busi
ness models and new ways of working. Success is now 
measured by social media visibility and international 
reach (Harlig et al. 2021).

Discussion

Summary of Findings and Theoretical Implications

This study examines the business aspect of South 
Africa’s dance industry, focusing on its sustainability 
post-COVID. A key assumption is that business 
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sustainability in this sector is strongly tied to the indi
viduals behind the businesses, with their roles, identi
ties, and capabilities influencing entrepreneurial 
behavior (Werthes, Mauer, and Brettel 2018). The 
research aimed to deepen understanding of entrepre
neurial identity, capabilities, and the role of networks, 
collaboration, and support structures in South Africa’s 
contemporary dance sector. It also explored how the 
pandemic triggered innovation and new business mod
els, disrupting the industry (Kuckertz and Brändle  
2022).

The first theme explores the entrepreneurial iden
tity of dance entrepreneurs, emphasizing the conflict 
between artistic and entrepreneurial roles. Many dance 
professionals prioritize creative expression and hesitate 
to embrace the term “dance entrepreneur” (Pollard and 
Wilson 2014). However, most participants, except one 
freelancer, identified as entrepreneurs, possibly due to 
financial pressures from the pandemic that forced them 
to adopt a business-focused mind-set. Participants high
lighted that role models (family, mentors, or spouses), 
work experience, and business training played signifi
cant roles in shaping their entrepreneurial identity, 
supporting Zhan, Uy, and Hong’s (2020) view of iden
tity formation through prior entrepreneurial experi
ence. A key issue raised was the undervaluation of 
dance as a profession, which negatively impacted pro
fessionals’ perceptions of their identity and worth.

The second theme concerns the entrepreneurial cap
abilities of dance entrepreneurs. Based on four dimen
sions—passion and self-achievement, active learning, 
integrity and commitment, and leadership (Lv, Lai, 
and Liu 2015; Rentschler 2024)—capabilities such as 
passion, discipline, and perseverance were identified as 
essential. Additionally, performance skills, teaching 
abilities, and versatility in dance forms were crucial for 
success, aligning with Predki’s (2023) findings. 
However, participants noted a gap in entrepreneurial 
training, which hindered their ability to manage suc
cessful businesses.

The third and fourth themes examine networks, 
collaboration, and support structures. Networks are 
crucial for visibility, job opportunities, and staying 
updated on trends. While collaboration is mixed, with 
some competition and unethical practices, there is an 
emerging trend toward larger group performances and 
cross-industry collaborations, such as with filmmakers 
and photographers. The lack of a unified governing 
body advocating for the industry’s interests remains 
a challenge. Support structures like dance associations, 
training institutions, and government funding were cru
cial, especially during the pandemic, providing online 
support and training (Schmid and McGreevy-Nichols  

2021). However, the South African government faced 
criticism for its inadequate support, with only one par
ticipant receiving COVID-19 relief funds.

The fifth theme highlights innovation in response to 
the pandemic, with a surge in creativity among dance 
professionals. Virtual platforms gave rise to new busi
ness models, such as TikTok classes, hybrid arts festi
vals, and online monetized performances. The 
pandemic also facilitated internationalization through 
online competitions and training. Younger profes
sionals adapted more quickly to the digital shift, while 
older educators faced challenges like poor internet 
access and a low perceived value of online classes. 
These findings align with Goletti and Milovanovic’s 
(2022) observation of shifting consumer behavior 
toward digital platforms for education and 
entertainment.

Managerial Recommendations

The study recommends rethinking entrepreneurship 
training for dance professionals to address the duality 
of their identity, combining artistic and entrepreneurial 
elements. Training should cater to studio owners, dance 
companies, and freelancers, focusing on long-term 
career planning, advocacy, and sustainable marketing. 
Mentorship opportunities and targeting government 
funding are essential to support the transition from 
training to market entry. However, the study raises the 
question of whether dance businesses could use mentor
ship for collaboration with other businesses or the gov
ernment (e.g., Department of Arts and Culture) or if 
they would see it as an obstacle due to market 
competition.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study has several limitations, such as focusing on 
the contemporary dance sub-sector and using a small 
sample size concentrated in metropolitan areas. Future 
research should explore other dance sub-sectors and 
investigate regional and smaller urban areas. While 
maximum variation sampling was effective for this 
exploratory study, future studies could benefit from 
more in-depth qualitative and quantitative research to 
better understand the relationship between entrepre
neurial identity, capabilities, and the business models 
adopted by dance entrepreneurs. Additionally, examin
ing whether participants identified as entrepreneurs 
before the pandemic could help determine if the pan
demic merely accelerated existing trends or fundamen
tally altered professional identities. A longitudinal study 
could explore whether entrepreneurial identity and 
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innovation remain crucial in the post-pandemic context 
or if the industry has reverted to traditional models with 
incremental improvements, and if entrepreneurial cap
abilities continue to drive sustainability. Future research 
could also consider incorporating aspects such as com
petitive advantage (e.g., Porter’s Five Forces), differen
tiation and low-cost strategies (e.g., Kim and 
Mauborgne’s Blue Ocean Strategy), and emerging tech
nologies (Cenamor 2021; Kruger and Steyn 2024).

Conclusion

In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic reshaped the 
South African dance industry, making entrepreneurial 
identity, capabilities, and innovation crucial for sus
tainability. While the study does not provide definitive 
answers about the relationship between identity, cap
abilities, and networks, it highlights the industry’s con
cerns about income loss and the search for new 
revenue streams post-pandemic. This underscores the 
need for better business training to address future 
uncertainties and foster a more resilient and prosper
ous dance sector.
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